Winter residency is characteristic of the majority of cooperatively breeding birds, but the composition and dynamics of winter groups have been examined in relatively few. In 1996-1998, we examined winter territoriality in the western bluebird, a year-round resident that shows a limited degree of helping behaviour in central coastal California, U.S.A. In spring, most western bluebirds breed as socially monogamous pairs, but a small proportion of pairs (3-16%) have additional breeding-age males helping at the nest, usually assisting parents or brothers. We found that year-round residents commonly wintered in family groups that defended territories similar to those used in spring. Winter groups had an even sex ratio and formed early in the autumn, when hatch-year birds dispersed. More females than males left their natal groups to be replaced by an influx of immigrant hatch-year birds. Winter groups typically consisted of breeders and one or two sons from the prior breeding season along with one or more immigrant females. A second period of dispersal occurred in spring when winter groups broke up and most birds other than the breeding pair left the winter territory. When they bred, yearling males and females often bred with unrelated individuals from their winter groups. Sons were more likely to remain on the study area as yearlings when they wintered with both parents than when they wintered with just one parent. We suggest that young males stay the winter due to benefits of remaining in family groups on mistletoe-based winter territories. Subsequent localized dispersal of sons then leads to opportunistic kin-based interactions later in life.
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Cooperative breeding has been the focus of a number of long-term studies of birds. The causes and consequences of helping behaviour during the breeding season are reasonably well understood for a number of species (Brown 1987; Stacey & Koenig 1990; Stacey & Ligon 1987 , 1991 . Far less is known about the nature and consequences of winter sociality and its relation to subsequent cooperation. In most cooperative breeders, helping occurs when breeding-age young remain on their natal territories and provide aid at their parents' nests (Brown 1987; Stacey & Koenig 1990; Emlen 1996) . As male passerines tend to be more philopatric than females, males are often the helping sex (Greenwood 1980) . Nearly all cooperative breeders are year-round residents, so staying home also means staying for an entire nonbreeding season (Russell & Rowley 1993) . This suggests that staying the winter is a key decision point on the ontogenetic and evolutionary pathways to helping.
Western bluebirds differ from most cooperative breeders in that males typically breed independently as yearlings. This is also the case in long-tailed tits, Aegithalos caudatus, in which virtually all helpers are former breeders whose nests have failed (Gaston 1973; Hatchwell & Russell 1996) . This nonsacrificial form of helping, in which young birds return home to help following breeding failure or mate loss, is referred to as 'redirected helping' (Emlen 1982; Curry & Grant 1990) . In western bluebirds, most helpers are nonbreeding or redirected helpers, but a small percentage (16.3%) feed simultaneously at their parents' nests and at their own nests (Dickinson & Akre 1998). Curry & Grant (1990) also described nonbreeding helpers, sequential breederhelpers, and simultaneous breeder-helpers in Galapagos mockingbirds (genus Nesomimus). These studies suggest that kin-directed helping is a plastic behaviour that can be exercised in a variety of situations, providing that individuals remain in the vicinity of relatives. If kin-based winter sociality increases the chances of local dispersal, then it will also increase opportunities for redirected helping.
In resident bird populations, winter sociality has long been recognized to have important consequences for social relationships during the breeding season (Ekman
